Cultural selection and its influence on perceptions of reputation within organisations by Johnston, Kim & Everett, Jim
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
QUT Digital Repository:  
http://eprints.qut.edu.au/ 
Johnston, Kim A. and Everett, James L. (2009) Cultural selection and its 
influence on perceptions of reputation within organisations. In: Bledcom 2009 - 
16th International Public Relations Research Symposium : Public Relations and 
Culture, 3-4 July 2009, Vila Bled, Lake Bled, Slovenia. 
 
          © Copyright 2009 [please consult the authors] 
Cultural selection and its influence on perceptions… 
 
1 
 
 
TITLE PAGE 
Title:  CULTURAL SELECTION AND ITS INFLUENCE ON PERCEPTIONS OF 
REPUTATION WITHIN ORGANIZATIONS 
 
Authors:    Kim A. Johnston & James L. Everett 
Institution:  Queensland University of Technology, Brisbane, Australia 
Abstract 
The capacity to identify, interpret, and prioritise environmental issues is critical in the management of 
corporate reputation. In spite of the significance of these abilities for corporate reputation management, there 
has been little effort to document and describe internal organizational influences on these capacities. Contrary 
to this state of affairs in the discipline of public relations, a long history of ethnographic research in cultural 
anthropology documents how sets of shared environmental perceptions can influence and moderate 
environmental factors in cultural populations (see for example, Durham, 1991 ). This study explores how 
cultural “frames of reference” derived from shared values and assumptions among organizational members 
influence organizational perceptions, and consequently, organizational actions. Specifically, this study explores 
how a central attribute of organizational culture--the property of cultural selection-- influences perceptions of 
organizational reputation held by organizational members. Perceptions of reputation among organizational 
members are obvious drivers to both the nature of and rationale for organizational communication strategies 
and responses. These perceptions are the result of collective processes that synthesise (with varying degrees of 
consensus) member conceptualisations, interpretations, and representations of the environmental realities in 
which their organization operate.  To explore how cultural selection influences member perceptions of 
organizational reputation, this study employs ethnographic research including 20 depth interviews and six 
months of organizational observation in the focal organization. We argue that while external indicators of 
organizational reputation are acknowledged by members as significant, the internal action of cultural selection 
is a far stronger influence on organizational action. 
 
Authors Bios:  
Kim A.  Johnston (PhD in progress, MCom, BNurs ) is a lecturer in public relations at Queensland 
University of Technology in Brisbane, Australia and has more than 15 years’ experience in senior 
public relations practice. Prior to entering academia in 2001, she managed a public relations unit in a 
major tertiary referral hospital, then moved into consultancy working in community engagement. Her 
research interests include organizational culture and its influence on communication strategy, 
corporate social responsibility, and community engagement. Email: kim.johnston@qut.edu.au 
Cultural selection and its influence on perceptions… 
 
2 
 
James L. Everett (Ph.D.) is Adjunct Professor at Queensland University of Technology in Brisbane, 
Australia and Provost at University of Alaska Southeast, USA. Email: jleverett2@uas.alaska.edu  
Prior to his appointment with the University of Alaska Southeast, Dr. Everett was Professor and 
Director of the Graduate School and Interim Director of the Centre for Teaching and Learning at the 
University of Tasmania in Australia. In Australia, Dr. Everett also served as Associate Professor and 
Director of Graduate Studies in the Faculty of Business at Queensland University of Technology in 
Brisbane. In the United States, Dr. Everett has held academic appointments at Washington State 
University and the University of Hartford. Dr. Everett is a graduate of the University of Michigan and 
received his M.A. and Ph.D. from the University of Colorado. 
 
 
Cultural selection and its influence on perceptions… 
 
3 
 
  
CULTURAL SELECTION AND ITS INFLUENCE ON PERCEPTIONS OF 
REPUTATION WITHIN ORGANIZATIONS 
Abstract 
The capacity to identify, interpret, and prioritise environmental issues is critical in the 
management of corporate reputation. In spite of the significance of these abilities for corporate 
reputation management, there has been little effort to document and describe internal organizational 
influences on these capacities. Contrary to this state of affairs in the discipline of public relations, a 
long history of ethnographic research in cultural anthropology documents how sets of shared 
environmental perceptions can influence and moderate environmental factors in cultural populations 
(see for example, Durham, 1991 ). This study explores how cultural “frames of reference” derived 
from shared values and assumptions among organizational members influence organizational 
perceptions, and consequently, organizational actions. Specifically, this study explores how a central 
attribute of organizational culture--the property of cultural selection-- influences perceptions of 
organizational reputation held by organizational members. Perceptions of reputation among 
organizational members are obvious drivers to both the nature of and rationale for organizational 
communication strategies and responses. These perceptions are the result of collective processes that 
synthesise (with varying degrees of consensus) member conceptualisations, interpretations, and 
representations of the environmental realities in which their organization operate.  To explore how 
cultural selection influences member perceptions of organizational reputation, this study employs 
ethnographic research including 20 depth interviews and six months of organizational observation in 
the focal organization. We argue that while external indicators of organizational reputation are 
acknowledged by members as significant, the internal action of cultural selection is a far stronger 
influence on organizational action. 
Introduction 
The theoretical importance of organizational culture to public relations theory has been 
articulated for nearly two decades with little advancement  (Sriramesh, 2007).  While 
organizational reputation has been linked to sensemaking experiences of organizational 
members (van Riel & Fombrun, 2007), the role of culture in shaping that sensemaking has 
not been systematically addressed in the research literature. A cultural perspective 
acknowledges organizational culture as a system of social knowledge that is shared among 
organizational members and transmitted by members across time (Everett, 2001; Schein, 
1984). It is the collaborative effort by organizational members to identify, interpret, and 
subsequently make decisions that builds shared meaning about a complex situation in the 
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effort to reduce uncertainty (Selsky, Goes, & Baburoglu, 2007).  Unpacking the collaborative 
effort to explore how “frames of reference” derived from shared values and assumptions 
influence that process is a central issue in strategy formulation (Bailey & Johnson, 2001, p. 
217). 
A central premise that underlies this work is Weick’s early (1979) contention that 
managerial worldviews influence how managers interpret environmental changes and 
subsequent organizational responses to manage environmental relationships. That is, 
managers’ assumptions of their environmental reality shape what they value—ie, the social 
principles they deem worthy (Hatch, 1993). Their perception of environmental reality is 
distinguished by their understanding of the real and conceived elements outside the 
organization’s boundaries  (Robbins & Barnwell, 2006).   
Organizations as social collectives 
Keyton (2005) defines an organization as “a dynamic system of organizational 
members, influenced by external stakeholders, who communicate within and across 
organizational structures in a purposeful and ordered way to achieve a superordinate goal” 
(p.11).  Building on the theoretical apparatus offered by Weick, Everett (1990)  argues that 
this dynamic system is best understood as a “sociocultural” system. In these terms, 
organizations exist as social collectives responsive to an environment through exchanges of 
information and energy (Everett, 1994). Aldrich (1999) highlights the socially constructed 
nature of organizations as a human activity and argues that the shared beliefs and knowledge 
systems focus the attention of organizational managers on particular aspects of the 
environment. From an interpretive perspective, Aldrich suggests this occurs as organizational 
members socially construct meaning:  
The interpretive approach focuses on the meaning social actions have for participants at the 
micro level of analysis. It emphasises the socially constructed nature of organizational reality 
and the processes by which participants negotiate the meanings of their actions, rather than 
taking them as given (Aldrich, 1999, p. 53). 
Within the cultural perspective on strategy development, a central issue is the 
exploration of how “frames of reference” derived from shared values and assumptions 
influence organizational action (Bailey & Johnson, 2001, p. 217).  Everett identifies 
“organizational communication as the device that couples the cultural and the social in 
organizations; it mediates the effects of the organizational environment on the organization as 
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well as organizational action toward the environment” (Everett, 1996, p.182). Such a 
communication perspective sets the primary role of public relations in the effort to manage 
the social ecology of an organization. This framework underlies the need to understand the 
role of culture - a group’s shared and socially transmitted beliefs and values – in shaping 
member understanding of and actions toward the environment. Thus, in this sociocultural 
context, when the role of public relations in set in the management of organizational social 
ecology, it follows that exploration of communication strategy sits squarely in an 
understanding of how the cultural system influences organizational ecological dynamics 
(Cutlip, Center, & Broom, 2006; Everett, 2001).  
The Culture Concept 
Culture is considered by anthropologists as a grounding and orientating force for 
understanding and interpretation. Culture underpins human understanding, definitions and 
actions towards their environment. In social environments (such as organizations) people 
learn how to behave appropriately (Goodenough, 2003). In the long intellectual tradition of 
cultural anthropology, one of the central streams of thought is a view of culture as a system of 
shared meaning, values or beliefs, shared, socially transmitted over time among a particular 
social group (Bates, 2001; Durham, 1991; Geertz, 1973; Keesing, 1981; Keyton, 2005).  
While definitions and applications of central concepts  in the work on culture differ 
(Sackmann, 1992), in keeping with the anthropological tradition cited, the culture concept is 
employed in this study as a grounding and orientating force for interpretation that underpins 
human understanding, definitions and actions towards the environment (Hatch, 1993; Milton, 
1996). The historically given and socially transmitted nature of cultural knowledge is 
highlighted by Geertz (1973) and states the culture concept “denotes an historically 
transmitted pattern of meanings embodied in symbols, a system of inherited conceptions 
expressed in symbolic forms by means of which men communicate, perpetuate, and develop 
their knowledge about and attitudes towards life” (p. 89). 
Durham (1991) refers to culture as a pool of information that is prescriptive of 
behaviour and socially shared.  Culture operating as a learned system of shared knowledge 
therefore assists members of a society to relate and cope with their environment (Bates, 
2001).  Shared knowledge informs cultural assumptions that operate “as general expectations 
that provide possible responses to a situation, responses that reflect and embody cultural 
values” (Hatch, 1993, p. 664). Culture acts as a sensemaking influence for group members to 
guide the reality of the situation (D'Andrade, 1984). Culture shapes group members 
Cultural selection and its influence on perceptions… 
 
6 
 
behaviour, collective action, and meaning, and gives direction to their work lives (Durham, 
1991; Milton, 1996; Norlin, Chess, Dale, & Smith, 2003). As Geertz (1973) compares culture 
to Weber’s reference to man suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun, Geertz 
takes “culture to be those webs, and the analysis of it to be therefore not an experimental 
science in search of law but an interpretive one in search of meaning” (p. 5). 
The mediating influence of culture takes place in the form of cognitive criteria to constrain or 
endorse behaviours related to environmental variables (Dil, 1980; Durham, 1991; Everett, 
1993, 1996; Milton, 1996). The instructional role of culture acting as criteria provides insight 
into diversity of human behavioural customs (Durham, 1991). This is well articulated by 
Goodenough (1963, cited in 2003):  
Culture consists of i) criteria for categorizing phenomena as meaningful stimuli, ii) criteria for deciding 
what can be, iii) criteria for deciding how one feels about things (preferences and values), iv) criteria 
for deciding what to do about things, v) criteria for deciding how to go about doing things, and vi) the 
skills needed to perform acceptably (p. 6). 
In organizations, manager’s assumptions of the environmental reality shape what 
mangers value, being those social principles deemed worthy (Doty, Bhattacharya, & 
Wheatley, 2006; Georg & Fussel, 2000; Hatch, 1993) . This shaping process, Hatch (1993) 
suggests “occurs through the processes of proactive manifestation through which assumptions 
provide expectations that influence perceptions, thoughts, and feelings are then experienced 
as reflecting the world and the organization” (p. 662).  Shaping, interpretation and 
environmental understanding all occur through internal processes to refine environmental 
information. The perception of members’ environmental reality is distinguished by their 
understanding of the real and conceived elements outside the organization’s boundaries 
(Robbins & Barnwell, 2006). Interpretation underpinning this process produces human 
understanding, definitions and actions towards the environment (Milton, 1996). 
Cultural selection  
Weick (1979) asserts that although there is this great focus by management on the 
environment (he refers to enormous amount of talk, socialising, consensus building and 
vicarious learning that goes on …(p. 151)), the outcome is that managers often remain 
ignorant or they have little real understanding of the environment (Weick, 1979). Managers 
can have “imperfect knowing”, that is, little knowledge about their environments and 
organizations due to their unwitting collusion to avoid challenges (Weick, 1979, p.151). Their 
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role as organizational decision makers mediating environmental information is highlighted by 
Weick (1979) who suggests “reality as perceived by the members becomes more the source 
of Selection within the organization” (p. 125). Environmental understanding or the ‘reality’ 
of the organizational environment is therefore “selectively perceived, rearranged cognitively 
and negotiated interpersonally” (Weick, 1979, p.164).  
Culture as criterion – cultural selection 
The action of culture acting as a set of selective criteria that act on the collective pool of 
member cognition fulfils what Durham (1991) has identified as “cultural selection”. Cultural 
selection is defined as “the differential social transmission of cultural variants through human 
decision-making or simply as “preservation by preference” (Durham, 1991, p.198). Cultural 
selection describes the capacity of the cultural system to influence the nature of its own 
evolution (Durham, 1991). In the context of organizational communication strategy, it is the 
organization’s ability to differentiate key strategic issues in the organization's internal and 
external environment through identification and description that Steyn (2003) argues is one of 
the key contributing factors in the development of communication strategy. The identification 
and description of variation of environmental information required to formulate an 
‘appropriate’ communication response is subjected to a series of interpretations by 
organizational members, as stated by Aldrich (1999) 
Variations in information are filtered through members' perceptions and incorporated into their 
interpretations and understandings.  Organizational members must act on the information they glean 
from typically incomplete searches of their environments.  Selection processes change the information 
that people act upon, including changes in communication technologies and improvements in 
recording, storing and retrieving information (p.29).  
The filtering Aldrich (1999) refers to implicates the action of culture to mediate the 
relationship between humans and their environment (Milton, 1996). In an organizational 
setting, “selection processes operate by affecting the information and resources available to 
people, workgroups, organizations, and populations” (Aldrich, 1999, p. 29). Cultural 
selection is therefore “the differential social transmission of cultural variants through human 
decision making” (Durham, 1991, p. 188), or simply as “preservation by preference” 
(Durham, 1991, p.199).The cultural variants act to bias change toward their environment so 
that the change ‘fits’ within the “existing web of local meanings (Durham, 1992, p. 204). So 
it is through cultural selection that organizational members can be ‘situated in’ and interact 
with their environment through negotiated meanings (Milton, 1996).  
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The transmission of cultural information (or units) among members involves a “comparative 
evaluation of variants according to their consequences” (Durham, 1990, p. 199). To facilitate 
the transmission of culture, Durham (1991) refers to culture as units of information as 
‘memes’ that are symbolically coded and transmitted over space and time. Cultural selection 
describes the action of processes by which cultural systems develop and continue. Cultural 
selection is the primary mechanism for development and maintenance of the set of beliefs and 
values that characterise a culture (Durham, 1991).  Durham (1991) uses the term self-
selection to describe the influence of cultural elements on the human decision making system.   
The selective transmission indicates that members actively select information by choice or imposition 
(Durham, 1991). In this context, values and assumptions are an integral part of organising and 
are the key to understanding specifically in relation to cultures role to act as causal, 
instructional units for behaviours (Hatch, 1993; Schein, 1984). 
Cultural selection by choice and by imposition 
Weick (1987) emphasises the idea of strategy as a means by which organizations seek 
to manage their relationship with the environment, describing it as a cognitive map held by 
managers that provides a world view to colour how managers interpret the changes an 
organization faces and the responses they adopt (see Figure 2). Manifestation processes and 
their associated expectations therefore play a significant role in strategy formulation and 
analysis undertaken by organizational members (Weick, 1987). 
The role of rational choice in organizations is founded on the belief that decisions are 
goal-directed and consistent (Robins & Barnwell, 2006). However a power-control 
perspective refute the assumption of rationality and argue that decision making processes are 
characterised by dominant coalitions, power, and multiple motivations (Robins & Barnwell, 
2006).  
Durham (1991) defines two modes of cultural selection that accommodate power 
structures influencing decision making organizational settings. He states; 
At the relatively less constrained end is “selection by choice” or simply “choice”, the preservation of 
allomemes through election or free decision making by individuals or groups (Free that is within the 
cultural constraints of mental habit and existing technology). At the other end is “selection by 
imposition” or simple “imposition” the preservation of allomemes by compliance with the decisions of 
others (p. 198) 
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Imposition compliance is enforced by power structures described as coercion, force, 
manipulation or authority (Durham, 1991). These are common structures and power forms 
found in organizations (Robbins & Barnwell, 2006).  However Durham (1991) notes that 
regardless of choice or imposition, an evaluation by members of possible variants is 
undertaken as part of cultural selection during a social process. It is during this social or 
collective process that cultural material is influential in the Selection process (Everett, 2002). 
This supports Weick’s (1979) notion that Selection pressures in organizations are the 
outcome of “schemes of interpretation and specific interpretations” (Weick, 1979, p.131).  
Schwartzman (1993) recognises the importance of understanding the significance of 
the cultural units that informants create for themselves and to achieve this, ethnographers 
must understand and work within native cultural systems. Focusing on the interaction or 
organising processes is an important part of understanding organizational members lived 
experiences (Schwartzman, 1993). According to Everett (1994, 1996, 2001, 2002) the core of 
organising is the problem of adapting to environments enacted by organizational members. It 
is the effort by organizational members to transform through social interaction equivocal 
information into unequivocal and familiar information to allow acceptance of the version of 
change or event (Weick, 1979, p. 6). Weick’s sociocultural model presents organising as a 
foundation of sensemaking and stresses “the need for researchers to focus on the organising 
process out of which a sense of organization unfolds and is enacted, instead of continuing to 
examine organizations as objective, concrete, material and unproblematic entities” 
(Schwartzman, 1993, p. 38). The role of cultural selection as units influencing organising 
leads to the key research question guiding this study:  What is the role of cultural selection in 
the development and maintenance of organizational member perceptions of organizational 
reputation?  
 
Methodology 
The aim of organizational research is to “speculate, discover, and document, as well 
as to provisionally order, explain, and predict, (presumably) observable social processes and 
structures that characterise behaviour in and of organizations” (Van Maanen, Sorensen, & 
Mitchell, 2007, p. 1145). The central research question organising this study is to explore and 
describe a phenomenon about which little previous knowledge exists; that is, the task is to 
explore and describe the mediating role of a central attribute of organizational culture – the 
property of cultural selection- on internal conceptualisations of organizational reputation. An 
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interpretivist epistemology informs this study acknowledging the broad traditions of 
anthropological ethnographic studies and approaches to social science exploring the social 
influences of how people construct meaning in natural settings (Hammersley, 1990; Neuman, 
2003). 
Ethnographic enquiry seeks to discover meanings and perceptions of people in a 
social collective and interpret their understandings in the context of their world view (Crotty, 
1998). As a research tool, organizational ethnographies are designed to discover, explain and 
give some order to observable phenomena and social processes that characterise 
organizational behaviours (Van Maanen et al., 2007). This research seeks to understand the 
social world of the focal organisation’s staff being studied through immersion in their 
organization with the aim to produce a detailed description of how a system of shared 
knowledge expressed as organizational culture influences the processes undertaken by 
organizational members to respond to organizational reputation 
Qualitative traditions offer three major approaches for data collection: “participant 
observation (experiencing), interviewing (enquiring) and studying materials prepared by 
others (examining)” (Wolcott, 1994, p. 10).Twenty depth interviews were analysed 
thematically focussed on the words, paragraphs and actions of the members of a state chapter 
of the focal organization, organised around direct experience, social action, talk and 
supplementary data  (Lofland, Snow, Anderson, & Lofland, 2006). Observation was 
undertaken over a period of six months with intermittent access attending key meetings in a 
non participatory role (Van Maanen, 1979). Computed assisted qualitative data analysis 
NVivo 7 was used to assist in the storing and retrieval of data. 
 
Cultural selection in a large humanitarian organization – The case of 
reputation 
The focal organization is part of the largest humanitarian network in the world 
(Tickner, 2007). Combined, these organizations are the most significant non-governmental 
actors in the health and social welfare sector, during conflicts, disasters and at other times 
(Tickner, 2007). The focal organization is part of a networked group of service organizations 
that deliver a range of health and social welfare services both domestically and 
internationally. The network employs approximately 1000 staff nationally and provides over 
70 community services delivered by over 30,000 volunteers and 35,000 members.  Services 
are provided for indigenous people, young people and people with mental illness, 
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disadvantaged people and victims of natural disasters. This network of organizations is 
challenged by the depth of history and the strength of its culture (Geertz, 1973).While the 
nature of the social actors in its social environment are fluid due to the nature of their work, 
two key opinion themes exist to exert pressure on the set of organizations: accountability and 
transparency (Tickner, 2007). These themes exist as claims against key challenges to deliver 
assistance to a diverse range of stakeholders affected by disasters. The focal organization list 
these as people, governments, international community, public and private donors. 
  
Analysis and findings 
Analysis was conducted by reading and categorising into codes suggested by the data, 
rather than being imposed from the literature (Lansisalmi, Peiro, & Kivimake, 2004) . An 
inductive analysis of data through coding, memoing and sorting by one researcher identified 
emergent codes and conceptual categories to discover categories relating to perceptions of the 
focal organization including reputational, stakeholder views and characterisations. Coding 
was applied at three levels – line by line, sentences and paragraphs, and entire documents 
(Charmaz & Mitchell, 2002; Glaser, 1992) and followed what Richards (2005) characterises 
as descriptive and topic coding, followed by analytical coding.   These nodes are represented 
in figure 1: 
  
 
Organizational member perceptions of the focal organization’s reputation were consistent 
across organizational members identifying a universally high recall of the symbol (logo) of 
Figure 1: Organizational members’ perceptions of the organization’s reputation 
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the focal organization and identification as a complex disaster organization. A strong theme 
of public respect, high levels of esteem and a serious organization emerged, with 
identification as a crisis and disaster based organization requiring a flexibility (also described 
as not being well organised by some, or fluid by others) of staff and policy to allow rapid 
deployment to crisis situations confirmed by the humanitarian organization status. 
Cultural criteria acting on Selection processes were evident when examining 
communication responses or formulation activities as observed in meetings or collaborative 
sensemaking activities (see figure 2). The evidence of cultural criteria influencing 
communication action can be seen in the Selection processes. For example, ‘our way of doing 
things’ was embedded in communication actions where alternatives were disregarded because 
they did not fit into the organization’s ‘way’ or it is used to explain actions.  
“…people just make general comments…. “Oh it's (our org name)”, if anything's going on, it's, “Oh, 
it's just (our org name)”.  So I think that's fairly consistent, yeah.”  (Marketing and communication 
officer) 
 
 
The organizational ‘way’ was explicitly characterised by a number of members and when 
questioned, the rational for that “way” or response was unknown. 
 
“Yep, and what it does do is, it permeates through the organization, where people say, "That's 
unfortunately the (org name) attitude."  
Q: What is that?  
The (org name) attitude? It's a not-for-profit psyche that a lot of people have. (Senior manager) 
 
A second theme emerged surrounding the strength of the organization’s reputation 
with acknowledgement that few stakeholders really understood the complexity or scope of 
the organization’s services. Recognising the organization was primarily known as a disaster 
organization sat comfortably with organizational members, even though the organization 
offered a range of services that remained unknown to a range of stakeholders. However this 
was regarded as unimportant as the organization enjoyed unprecedented brand awareness and 
this was considered by members as adequate.  
I get quite annoyed when people say “ oh, (org name),  people don't know who we are or what we do”.  Cause I 
think well, if we have been around for a hundred years, and we still haven't got our messages right...  Like, I feel, 
aren't we failing as communicators?” (Marketing and communication officer) 
 
I think people know what they want to know – and if they need Meals on Wheels then they'll find out about Meals 
on Wheels… or if save-a mate – they are at that level of their life or in that age group….  or is there in that arena 
of taking drugs or what ever, they will know all about that.  So I don't think you can say, as a person you know 
about all the services because you going to know about what is relevant and applicable to you.  So I don't think 
that's ever an achievable goal.  I don't even know about everything we do, but that's not necessarily a failure on 
our communications.  I think that it's I know what's applicable now to (our region) and my role and what I need to 
know. (Marketing and communication officer) 
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The use of the brand recognition for evaluating communication action extended to 
other communication actions – as members shared a view that it doesn’t really matter what 
they do or not do as the organization enjoys high levels of recognition anyway.  
“I am following what was done last year – it seems to be the same every year, like a recipe, 
because people know who we are and what we are asking for – why change if people know what to 
expect even though it could be made better” (Marketing and communication officer) 
Finally, sharing risk emerged culturally as a Selection criteria both in individual 
communication actions and organizational responses. “Having a discussion”, avoiding 
documentation and awareness of consequence emerged as key criteria for communication 
actions. However relationships and dialogue also featured as a key way of working at the 
organization to achieve goals.  
“At various times, depending on the particular relationships because – bearing in mind that in some national 
functions or national programs – our program managers will have developed a relationship with their national 
managers and so  – how those programs work in being implemented is actually based a lot on how those 
relationships work.” (Executive) 
 
 
  
 
 
Figure 2: Interplay of perceptions of reputation and cultural criteria acting on drivers of 
response 
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Discussion and Implications 
The literatures of public relations and corporate communication situate organizational 
adaptation as core responsibilities of strategic communication “through which organizations 
adapt to, alter, or maintain their environment for the purpose of achieving organizational 
goals  (Cutlip, Center & Broom, 2006; Long &Hazelton cited in Steyn & Puth , 2000, p. 4). 
In this body of work, public relations action emerges from identifying key strategic issues 
internally and externally to facilitate adaptation to environmental or ecological change 
(Cutlip, Center & Broom 2006; Everett, 2001). The effectiveness of any collective 
communication response is therefore based on the ability of the organization to interpret, 
understand or translate equivocal environmental information (Beer, Voelpel, Leibold, & 
Tekie, 2005; O'Shannassy, 2003; Viljoen & Dann, 2003; Weick, 1979) and results from 
mindful collective internal processes that interpret and analyse environmental equivocality or 
change (Weick, 1979; Weick & Sutcliffe, 2001).The central claim of this study is that 
because of the guiding influence of cultural selection on the beliefs and values that constitute 
an organization’s culture, public relations actions and messages (communication strategy) 
reflect the action of cultural selection as much as it reflects perceived imperatives of the 
environment. In the context of organizational reputation, a core domain of public relations 
practice, much of the focus of practice is on environmental scanning and interpretation. The 
implications of this study reinforce the value of a sociocultural perspective in which an 
understanding of organizational culture generally, and the action of related cultural selection 
criteria specifically, is fundamental to any effort to describe and influence the social ecology 
of organizations. With additional research in this area, we may well find that the historical 
emphasis on scanning and monitoring of environmental factors is a less essential task for 
effective public relations practice that the practitioner’s competency in the analysis of cultural 
processes within an organization. 
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